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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines notions of postmodern identity and morality as

portrayed in the Dexter novels by Jeff Lindsay as well as the Showtime television
series based on Lindsay’s works. As a character, Dexter constructs himself of

multiple identities—serial killer, husband, father, brother, blood-spatter analyst—
becoming a human-monster hybrid of sorts. He maintains a separation between

these various personalities, becoming an example of what Fredric Jameson calls
a schizophrenic self. It is his very ability to fragment himself that allows Dexter to

be a “good” serial killer. But as both the book and television series progress,
Dexter’s identities begin to fall into each other; no longer are Dexter’s human and
monster selves separate entities but rather they coexist and Dexter becomes an
amalgamation of the two.

Along with this hybridity comes a complication of morals. Dexter had gone
through much of his life following the Code of Harry, abiding by its number one

rule that he kill only those who deserve to be killed. Yet, once his multiple
identities begin to collapse in on each other, it becomes difficult for Dexter to
sustain this universal Code and he must choose whether to hold steadfast to his

unyielding moral system or to abandon it in favor of a more flexible notion of
morality. While we often think of morality in terms of black and white, Dexter

turns this straightforward concept on its head, leaving us wondering if morality
ceases to exist in the modern world.
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CHAPTER ONE
LOCATING DEXTER WITHIN THE SERIAL KILLER GENRE

Introduction
For centuries, the serial killer has been one of the figureheads of popular

culture. Academics like David Schmid have examined the way in which public
fascination with serial killers has allowed those like H.H. Holmes, Ted Bundy, and

John Wayne Gacy, Jr. to attain celebrity status. In Natural Born Celebrities:
Serial Killers in American Culture, Schmid discusses the sale of “murderabilia,"

locks of hair, nail clippings, and other personal effects of killers like Charles

Manson that have sold for hundreds of dollars on the internet (1). Mark Seltzer
comments on how the serial killer’s popularity has placed him at the center of
what he terms “wound culture', the public fascination with torn and open

bodies...and persons, a collective gathering around shock, trauma, and the

wound” (original italics, 1). This fascination at once evokes feelings of fear and
revulsion while simultaneously arousing public interest.

Over time, the serial killer has moved from the real world into that of
fiction, proliferating film and literature. However, the fictionalized serial killer

appears to differ from his celebrity nonfictional counterpart, presenting himself as
more of an everyman with which audiences can identify. No longer is the serial
killer portrayed as a monster disconnected from society; rather he becomes

humanized, shown to be more of a civilized individual than a horrific beast.
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Moreover, the fictional serial killer is often depicted in an idealized, heroic
manner. One such example can be found in the protagonist of Jeff Lindsay’s

Dexter novels and the Showtime television series it inspired. Dexter Morgan is a
blood-spatter analyst for the Miami Dade Police department, mild-mannered,

intelligent, and charming; essentially seeming to be no different than any normal
person. However, behind this human mask Dexter hides a “Dark Passenger”

who is compelled by a need to kill, the result of Dexter’s witnessing of his

mother’s violent murder as a young child. Dexter’s homicidal urges are governed
by “the Code of Harry,” a set of rules developed by his foster father, Harry
Morgan. The code comes to serve as a set of morals for Dexter, with rule

number one being that one must never kill innocents (Darkly Dreaming Dexter
15). Harry trains the young Dexter to “channel” his urges, advising him that
“there are plenty of people who deserve [to be killed]’’ and transforming him into a

vigilante of sorts (Darkly 43).

Additionally, Harry advises Dexter to compartmentalize, to construct
multiple identities—human and monster—in order to appear as normal as

possible while still allowing him to satisfy his homicidal desires. As such, he
becomes a postmodern character, constructing a self of numerous aspects in

order to define himself as an individual. Dexter comes to embody'postmodern
theorist Fredric Jameson’s notion of the schizophrenic self: an idea which posits

that in the postmodern world, an individual’s experience of time and identity are

fragmented, lacking in continuity and cohesiveness (to be discussed fully in
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chapter two). It is Dexter’s very ability to think of himself in this manner—
maintaining a division between identities, keeping each one distinctly separate
from the other—that allows for his success as a serial killer.

Dexter is able to maintain the boundaries between his Dark Passenger

driven self and his normal human self for a time; he would often go out to
dispatch his latest victim then return home in the morning to shower and head off

to work. Switching between the two identities was as easy as removing the silk
mask he wears to hide his face from his victims. Yet as the plots of the book and

television series’ progress, Dexter finds himself struggling to maintain the

schizophrenic self that Jameson claims is the foundation of postmodern identity,

continuously failing to keep the multiple identities he juggles separate from one
another. The decisions he makes and experiences he has while under the power

of his Dark Passenger begin to influence the experiences of “normal” Dexter (and
vice versa). No longer is Dexter divided into two completely disconnected

selves, easily able to switch back and forth between the two; instead, he

becomes an amalgamation of them both. Rather than Dexter’s sense of self
being dominated by either his monster self or his human self, the two lay on

equal terms. Dexter is, in essence, a human-monster hybrid, failing to sustain

any kind of division between his two selves and demonstrating the falseness of
Jameson’s notion of the schizophrenic self.

Dexter’s hybrid status brings with it an even greater complication. As the
lines between Dexter’s once separate worlds become more and more blurred, so
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too does his certainty in the Code of Harry. Once a universal rule applicable to

all people at all times, the moral laws that had guided Dexter’s actions for so long

become complicated, often more of a hindrance than a help. When Dexter’s
carefully organized life falls into chaos, he finds himself pulled in multiple

directions, caught between various loyalties and obligations that prevent him
from seeing the one morally “right” answer in any given situation.

Modernists long for a time when morality was understood to be an

absolute truth, when concepts of right and wrong, good and evil were crystal
clear with no blurring of meaning. But Dexter’s struggles with such a universal

morality demonstrate its inadequacies. Unable to maintain a separation between
the various identities that he has constructed for himself, Dexter struggles to

uphold the Code of Harry, leading to a questioning of morality itself. In the world

of Dexter, where individuals are conglomerations of multiple and often conflicting

identities, what happens to notions of right and wrong, good and evil?

The History and Conventions of the Serial Killer Genre
The History of Serial Killer Fiction

Before I attempt to answer any of the questions I posed above, it seems
important to locate the series (both the novels and the show) within the category
which they represent, the serial killer genre.
In Psycho Paths: Tracking the Serial Killer Through Contemporary

American Film and Fiction, Philip L. Simpson traces the serial killer genre back to
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its roots in folklore and the Gothic. Works of serial killer fiction “superficially
portray the serial killer as the ultimate alien outsider or enemy of society
but...simultaneously reflect back upon society its own perversions, fear, and

murderous desires” functioning in much the same way as folkloric stories like the

urban legend (1-2). Like the story of the alligator in the sewer, inspired by the
reported capture of an alligator at the bottom of a New York manhole in 1935,

serial killer fiction is centered on a seed of truth, the figure of the serial killer
himself (Emery). However, fictional serial killers are often exaggerated and

become larger than life; they are pushed outside of (American) society, instead
becoming the screen on which society projects its fears, forbidden desires, etc.

Simultaneously, society recognizes the serial killer as a product of its own culture
and, therefore, identifies itself with him.
Society’s concurrent identification and unfamiliarity with the serial killer is
mirrored in the representation of the figure as a “human/monster hybrid”

(Simpson 5). The serial killer often hides behind a mask of banal normality,

using this ordinariness as a sort of alter ego or what Simpson terms a “doubling
strategy” (4). “Any given killer,” writes Simpson, “has one pleasant or at least

nonthreatening face with which to conduct public negotiations and another evil
face with which to terrify helpless victims” (4). Simpson relates the doubling

strategy of the serial killer to Noel Carroll’s discussion of the “horrific monster” in
The Philosophy of Horror (4). In his book, Carroll describes the horrific monster
as a “mixture of what is normally distinct” (33). One of the most famous
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monsters of horror, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Mr. Hyde (Strange Case of Dr

Jekyll and Mr. Hyde), “is described as having a simian aspect which makes him
appear not quite human” (Carroll 33). Like Mr. Hyde, the figure of the serial killer
appears at once both normally human and distinctly monster-like.

This human/monster hybridity finds some of its earliest roots in the Gothic
vampiric monster and therefore, the similarities between the serial killer and the

vampire are easily identified. Both serve as an attempt to explain “the human

ability to murder other humans for symbolic reasons having nothing to do with
literal survival” (Simpson 4). Serial killer fiction then becomes a what Bill Ellis

termed a ‘‘contemporary mythology” a story meant “to refer to global scenarios
accepted on faith by subcultures who use them to link and give ultimate meaning

to puzzling events” (quoted in Simpson, 5). Fictionalizing the serial killer serves
as an attempt to understand and explain their horrifying, seemingly motiveless,

actions.

While explaining the reasoning behind the homicidal tendencies of serial
killers may alleviate some of the fear they inspire, an even more effective

strategy is to brand them as monsters. To do so is to set them apart from the
rest of society, to make them outcasts. “Calling a human murderer a monster

has the result of easing the fear surrounding the[ir] crimes” (7). Labeling the
serial killer as a monster sets him apart from normal members of society and
makes the threat he poses easier to identify and dispose of.
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Although fictional stories are successful in lessening fear of the serial

killer, it also encourages this fear as a means of social control (7). Because the

serial killer character is hardly ever killed or caught, he is not, as one might think,
upheld as a negative model. Instead, he serves as a social enforcer, “waiting in
the shadows to strike down individuals who stray from the borders of accepted
behavior” (8).

Dexter and the Conventions of the Serial Killer Genre

Although some academics would argue otherwise, Simpson traces the
origin of the term “serial killer” to the FBI in the late 1970s or early 1980s. He
therefore defines the conventions of the genre using works dated from this time

to more recent years (14, 15). The first principle of the genre he names is the
serial killer’s code of conduct: he is “literally programmed to commit murder
according to some hermetically structured pattern or design, but a pattern that in

and of itself magically contains some manifest, nonrational appeal” (14). Though
it may not appear so to other characters in the story or even to readers, there /s a
method to the madness that drives a serial killer. However, even when the

structure around which the killing is organized is revealed, it may still be beyond

any rational understanding.
The serial killer protagonist of the Dexter book and television series’,
Dexter Morgan, closely follows this criterion. As mentioned earlier in this
chapter, Dexter’s murderous tendencies are managed with the help of “the Code

of Harry.” The code requires that Dexter be selective in his killing, murdering
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only those who “deserve it,” other killers (Darkly 43). However, Dexter is not
driven by a vigilante desire to rid the world of evil. Instead, he is powered simply
by a physical need to kill. So while his code may at first appear to be rationally

sound, closer inspection renders it essentially meaningless.
Often, the lack of rationality to a serial killer’s murders is explained away
by a traumatic event in the killer’s past. “Serial killers in fiction are debased and

traumatized visionaries whose murders privately re-empower them with a

pseudo-divine aura” (Simpson 14). The fictional serial killer is usually given

some kind of troubled past, frequently a violent one. He may be victim of or
witness to an act of brutal violence (abuse, murder, rape, etc.), leaving him

damaged. Reenacting the traumatic event upon his own victims allows the serial
killer to be in control, to re-empower and “repair” himself.

Dexter’s need to kill originates in his having witnessed the brutal murder of

his mother as a child. His memory of the murder remains repressed in Dexter’s
mind until he is literally faced with his past in the form of his long lost brother,

Brian (Darkly). Nevertheless, the event has so influenced Dexter that he is

unable to ignore his homicidal desires and has no choice but to act on them. In a
sense, one can view Dexter’s killing as a re-empowerment in the way that it
allows him to avenge his mother’s death by killing those who perform similar acts

of murder. Of course, it becomes complicated because by the very act of killing,
Dexter aligns himself with those he kills, despite their being less discriminating in

their choice of victims.
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In addition to the re-empowerment that the serial killer seeks out, he also
is on a quest of “self-recovery—recovery of a lost metaphysical certitude”

(Simpson 16). This then makes him, as Simpson argues, a modernist. But from

here, the serial killer departs from the beliefs of modernism:
... [he has an] extreme skepticism of Logos, or the yoking of word

to meaning. For the more intellectual serial killers of fiction,
language is an ironic game or joke to be played with and upon
exasperated opponents who from their rationalist, modernist

perspectives still believe in meaning as negotiated by language.
(16).
For the modernist, language is concrete in its meaning, rigid and absolute. But

for the more postmodern serial killer, language is abstract and fluid. “Only
actions—the immediately sensual—carry an urgency or warrant of meaning in

the glossy artificiality of the contemporary world” (16). Dexter exemplifies this

cynicism of language in the way in which his actions comment on the concept of
morality. Morality is often viewed as concrete, with the difference between good

and evil defined in simple terms of black and white. While Dexter (in both the
book and television series’) may initially seem to agree with this understanding,

strictly following the Code of Harry, he later encounters difficulty in holding on to
such a rigid definition. Language loses its meaning and the question becomes

not is someone is good or bad but “to kill or not to kill?” Only action, killing, holds

any true meaning or satisfaction.

g

The “Dark Passenger” that drives Dexter’s murdering turns us back to the
human/monster hybridity I discussed earlier. This doubling can be even further
described as a “rational self in opposition to an un-rational or Jungian Shadow

self’ with the Shadow self as "the stronger, more compelling, and more
corrupting and dangerous of the two” (Simpson 14). In the case of Dexter, it may

be assumed that the rational self is Dexter’s human “mask,” that of the mild

mannered family man and Miami Dade blood-spatter analyst. However, I would
argue that Dexter pushes against this principle of serial killer fiction by

interweaving Dexter’s rational self with his irrational self—his “shadowy” Dark

Passenger—so closely as to make the irrational appear rational and the rational
to appear irrational. What I mean to say here is that the human Dexter is just as
“real” as dark Dexter: though he claims time and time again to be more monster

than human, he develops into a character that encompasses aspects of both.
This discussion of doubling and shadow selves can be summed up in

what I believe to be the most important convention of the serial killer genre: that
“the malevolent lurks in the everyday” (Simpson 16). A person may appear

ordinary, even banal, but there is no telling what evil may lurk beneath the
surface. “Our technological, brightly lit America,” writes Simpson, “may resemble

a postmodern interactive soundstage. But in the contemporary mythology, many
of the seemingly ordinary, even boring, actors on its stage retire behind drawn
curtains to be abducted by aliens on a passive level” (16). This statement can be

said to be true not just of the fictional serial killer but of all people in the real,
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nonfictional world. The selves we present to the world are not the same as those
we express behind closed doors; the “human” face we wear in public is a mask.

Furthermore, this mask is not a copy or real humanness, but a copy of a copy, a
reproduction of what we believe humanness looks like. This concept will be

examined more fully in chapter two.
The doubling strategy of the fictional serial killer serves another purpose

other than to demonstrate the danger of the ordinary. Stories of the genre “enact
an open-ended dialectic between the need to conform to the social system and
the secret desire to flout its rules with impunity” (18). By doing so, they point out
flaws in societal conventions (i.e. the failure of the justice system). Mysteriously

enough though, they comment on, but do not suggest fixes for, these flaws,

offering little in the way of social reform (Simpson 19). Dexter sarcastically
attempts to provide this reform, though we are hardly expected to believe that

vigilante murder is the best solution to fix a broken justice system.
Though, as I have shown, the books and episodes of the Dexter series

find themselves firmly grounded in the serial killer genre, they also extend its

boundaries and in some cases push back against it. The rest of this thesis will
focus specifically on the show and novels, analyzing the way in which Dexter
critiques theories of postmodern identity and what these critiques then say about

morality in a postmodern world.
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CHAPTER TWO
JEFF LINDSAY’S DEXTER NOVELS AND POSTMODERN

IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION

This chapter will focus specifically on the postmodern construction of

Dexter in Jeff Lindsay's novels, with the following chapter examining the
Showtime series. Though the television series is based on the novels, the two
greatly differ after the first season in terms of plotline and character, leading to

some variation in the way they represent the issues of identity I will examine.

Before I delve into either text however, it seems pertinent that I begin with some
discussion of postmodernism and the theories from which I will draw.

Postmodernism: An Introduction

Postmodernism is a philosophical movement found represented in many
different art forms: painting, literature, architecture, film, etc. In his article
(originally a lecture) “Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” theorist Fredric

Jameson states that at the heart of it all, postmodernism is a reaction against
“established forms of high modernism,” seeking to erase “key boundaries or

separations,” most notably the distinction between high culture and low culture
(i.e. popular or mass culture) (111-2).

Postmodern literature, specifically, examines the construction of identity
and reality. It explores, and often criticizes these constructions through a

dramatization of the search for authentic or “true” meaning. In the course of their
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examination, postmodern literary works frequently demonstrate the futility of this

search for truth and expose various historical epistemologies as socially
constructed realities. The way something is perceived becomes more important

than what it truly is. (Edelson).
From laying out the basic groundwork of postmodern theory, Jameson

spends the rest of his essay discussing a few concepts of his own, the first being
the idea of the postmodern “pastiche” (113). Pastiche is closely related to parody
in that “Both pastiche and parody involve the imitation or...the mimicry of other

styles and particularly of the mannerisms and stylistic twitches of other styles”
(113) . However, parody contains within it at least some semblance of mockery,

making one feel that there is a standard norm that the subject of the parody fails
to follow (113). For example, when a comedian (or any other person) parodies
the accent of a person from another country (Asian, Hispanic, etc.) or even a

regional dialect (a Southern drawl), he implies that there is a type of normal, non
accented speech against which these other accents and dialects can be labeled
as different.
“But what would happen if one no longer believed in the existence of

normal language, of ordinary speech, of the linguistic norm?” Jameson asks
(114) . We are left in a world of “[linguistic] stylistic diversity and heterogeneity,”
where “pastiche appears and parody has become impossible” (114). Pastiche,
like parody, is also the imitation of a style differing from our own but

13

... it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without parody's ulterior

motive, without the satirical impulse, without laughter, without that

still latent feeling that there exists something normal compared to
which what is being imitated is rather comic. (114).
Pastiche, through such imitation, points out that there is no normal by which we

can label other things as unusual or odd.
If normal no longer exists and we lose the ability to identify styles as

unique or different, individualism also ceases to be—the individual subject is
essentially “dead” (114). A more radical position of this assertion argues that not

only is the idea of individual identity an archaic myth, but that it never existed in
the first place (115). The myth was created to make people believe that they

truly did exist as individuals with a unique personal distinctiveness. In such a

world, where individuality and stylistic originality are not feasible, “all that is left is

to imitate [already] dead styles, to speak through the masks and with the voices
of the styles in the imaginary museum” (115).
Related to Jameson’s ideas is Jean Baudrillard’s term, “simulacrum” (“The
Precession of Simulacra”). The word, originally indicating “a slight, unreal, or

superficial likeness or semblance,” traces its roots back to the late sixteenth
century (“Simulacrum”). But Baudrillard adapts its meaning somewhat, arguing
that simulacrum is not merely a copy, but a copy of a copy. Furthermore, the

simulacrum precedes the very thing which it copies, becoming the original; the
simulacrum becomes hyperreal (343). To use an example: “Someone who
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feigns an illness can simply go to bed and make believe he is ill. Someone who
simulates an illness produces in himself some of the symptoms” (Emile Littre,

quoted in Baudrillard 344). The simulated illness (the simulacrum) becomes

hyperreal in the sense that the simulation causes the thing to become real.

Slightly more complicated is Jameson's second basic feature of
postmodern theory, “textuality” which he describes in terms of the schizophrenic

self. I will focus here not on textuality but on the schizophrenic self, for it is much
more relatable and interesting in terms of analyzing Dexter. Much of this theory
finds its roots in the ideas of Jacques Lacan. Lacan borrows from the
structuralist view of language in that a linguistic sign (i.e. a word) is constructed

of two parts: a signifier—the word itself—and a signified—the meaning of the

word (Jameson 119). Linguistic meaning is created when signifiers are strung

together in a sentence; “it is from the interrelationship of its words or signifiers
that a more global meaning - now called a ‘meaning-effect’ - is derived” (119).
For Lacan, identity formation works in much the same way. Our sense of time,

our “past, present, memory, [and] the persistence of personal identity over

months and years,” like the linking of words in a sentence, are made meaningful
through the connectedness of our life experiences (Jameson 119).

Schizophrenia then, is “the breakdown of the relationship between
signifiers” (119). Since the schizophrenic does not understand language
expression in this way, they do not experience the same feeling of “temporal

continuity” as others do (119). Their experience of time and identity become
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disconnected and disjointed, leaving them with a fragmented sense of time and

self.
This fragmentation does however lead to what might not altogether be a

negative consequence: an increase in the intensity of experience (119). A
“normal” person encounters every bit of their life as linked to an already existent

past or soon to be occurring future; we do not often live “in the moment.”

But the

schizophrenic lives every event of their lives as isolated from that which

preceded it or will follow it; they are “given over to an undifferentiated vision of
the world in the present” (120). Despite its appeal, such an experience is not

always pleasant, argues Jameson. For the schizophrenic, the intensity of an
event can often become so powerful that it becomes hallucinogenic and feels

unreal (120).

According to Jameson, identity in the postmodern world is experienced in
much the same way. Individuals are composed of multiple selves, like the
signifiers in Lacan’s structuralist theory. But instead of joining together to form a

cohesive whole, Jameson’s notion of the schizophrenic self posits that these
various identities remain divided and unconnected; we are fragmented beings

with each of our identities distinctly separated from the others. Our experiences
in one moment become isolated from those in the next and we very much live in

the present with no sense of its connection to a past or future.
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Dexter and Postmodern Theory
Turning our attention to the Dexter book series, we do not have to look
very hard to see the elements of postmodernism at work.

Dexter as Pastiche

Throughout the series, Dexter continuously views himself as composed of
(at least) two separate identities: a human Dexter and a Dark Passenger

(Darkly). In discussing Dexter as pastiche, I will focus my attention on his human
identity, leaving his Dark Passenger for the next section of this chapter.

One of the key rules of the Code of Harry, the system by which Dexter’s
killing is governed, is to “be careful.”

Be careful, Harry said. And he taught me to be careful as
only a cop could teach a killer.

Being careful went beyond the actual killing of course. Being
careful meant building a careful life, too. Compartmentalize.

Socialize. Imitate life, (emphasis added, Darkly 44).
And imitate Dexter does, feigning charm, emotion, and all things human so that

he becomes “a near perfect hologram” (44). He works as a blood-spatter analyst

with the Miami-Dade police department, sharing doughnut duty with his
coworker, Vince Matsuoka (49). He has a “loving” relationship with his sister,

Deborah, a police officer at the same department where Dexter works, often

helping her solve murder cases with his Dark Passenger inspired hunches.
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He

goes on dates with his girlfriend, Rita, and “enjoys” playing kick-the-can with her
two children, Cody and Astor (55).
In other words, Dexter is a master at imitating the human; he is a human

pastiche. But what Dexter really does is imitate not any true essence of

humanness, but what he perceives human to be. In doing so, he (perhaps

inadvertently) points out that there is no real meaning behind what it means to be

human, we are all just acting out what we believe a human should be.
Furthermore, the concept of the “real” human never existed in the first place.

Dexter, as well as the rest of “humanity" then is destined to imitate the “dead
styles” of the “imaginary museum” Fredric Jameson speaks of (115).

If we believe all that Jameson argues, then we are left with what seems to
be a pointless existence

However, let me return to Baudrillard’s concept of the

hyperreal from earlier in this chapter. If the concept of a real human never
existed and we are all attempting to emulate a fictional figure, we become copies

of an unattainable humanness. Dexter then, in his imitation of other people,
becomes a copy of a copy, a simulacrum. We can push this even further to say

that Dexter’s imitation of humanity becomes hyperreal; in mimicking humanness,
Dexter’s imitation becomes the real.
As Dexter develops over the course of the novels, the way in which he

represents a hyperreal human becomes clear. He claims multiple times

throughout the series that he is more “monster” than human, aligning himself with

other fiends such as “thugs, robbers, crackheads; vampires, ghouls” (Darkly 85).
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He can’t be human, he argues, because he lacks one essential human
characteristic, the ability to feel emotion: “Whatever made me the way I am left
me hollow, empty inside, unable to feel” (15). Furthermore, this inability to feel

influences Dexter’s morality, leading him to believe that he has no conscience

(28). Yet as the novels progress, Dexter begins to question his belief in his lack
of humanness as he appears more and more to be the very thing he insists he is
not. When he finds himself intrigued by the murders of the Ice Truck Killer,

Dexter seems to feel a sense of shame about his interest: “l took my boat out
that night after work...to sort through what I was feeling. Feeling. Me, feeling.

What a concept’ (35). Here Dexter admits that he does feel emotion. In this
case, he seems to feel that his fascination with the Ice Truck Killer is morally
corrupt, that he shouldn’t be feeling what he is feeling.

Further evidence that Dexter is not the emotionally-dead monster that he

claims to be can be found in his feelings toward children:
I like them.
They are important to me. They matter.

I don’t understand it, really. I genuinely wouldn't care if every

human in the universe were suddenly to expire, with the possible

exception of myself and maybe Deborah. Other people are less
important to me than lawn furniture...

But kids—kids are different. (57-8).
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Dexter’s feelings toward children are evident from the very first pages of the
series. While tracking and “disposing of” his first victim, a priest who murdered
seven children, Dexter’s attitude towards children makes him even more eager to

make the priest pay for his sins. The priest pleads with him: “Please...I just

couldn't help myself. Please, you have to understand” (10). Dexter responds,
acknowledging the similarities between himself and the priest: “I do understand,

Father...You see, I can't help myself, either” (10-1). But then, Dexter quickly
separates himself from his victim, asking “But children?..! could never do this to

children...Not like you, father. Never kids” (11). This passage serves to

demonstrate the differences between Dexter and other serial killers. At first, it is
hard to argue that Dexter is any different from those he kills. But when he

comments on the priest’s choice of victims (“But children?"), it becomes clear that

there is something that separates the two. Dexter is a serial killer with strict

guidelines; they may not be moral, but they serve as a set of standards by which
he chooses his victims. At this point, Dexter’s status as more “monster” than
“human” begins to seem doubtful. Dexter’s lack of humanity grows even more

unlikely as the series progresses, with Dexter growing increasingly attached to

Rita’s two children and, eventually, to a child of his own, Lily Anne (Dexter Is

Delicious).
Even more important than his feelings toward children though is Dexter’s

loyalty to his sister. At the end of Darkly Dreaming Dexter, Deborah becomes
the near-victim of the Ice Truck Killer, who is revealed to be Dexter’s long-lost
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brother, Brian. Dexter sets off to rescue Deb but faces a battle of loyalties when
Brian invites him to join in this next kill.
Come on, Dexter! Was I really thinking of doing this to her?

She was not actually my sister, not really, not a real relation of any

kind, not at all. Of course I was very fond of her, but—

But what? Why did 1 hesitate? Of course the thing was
impossible. I knew it was unthinkable, even as 1 thought it. Not just

because it was Deb, although it was, of course. But such a strange
thought came into my poor dismal battered head and I could not bat

it away: What would Harry say? (278).

Dexter’s inner turmoil demonstrates two loyalties, loyalty to his foster family and
loyalty to his blood-brother. Although Dexter desperately wants to share a

homicidal playtime with his new-found brother, he can’t quite bring himself to kill

his sister without hesitation. However, his allegiance to Deb is not quite strong
enough to restrain him; it isn’t until he thinks about his foster father that Dexter is
able to muster the full strength he needs to fight against his urge. Dexter’s ability

to resist his inner-most desires reveals at least some bit of feeling—be it love,
guilt, or something else entirely—toward the family that raised him.

So while Dexter fights against it with all of his might, he ends up the very
picture of humanness which he feels he so decidedly is not. As Fionna Boyle

writes in "Blood Brothers: Brian + Dexter + Miguel,” Dexter is “A murderer with a
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conscience, an anti-social who subconsciously wants to connect with others and

belong” (96). Dexter may claim that he feigns humanness, merely copying

other’s examples of how to be human, but ultimately he becomes more than a
copy of a copy; he becomes the hyperreal thing itself.

Dexter and the Schizophrenic Self

Now that I have established that Dexter is not entirely the monstrous

character he makes himself out to be—he does not just merely wear a “human
mask,” he becomes at least partially human himself—I will move on to discuss

the way in which his serial killer and human selves manage to cohabitate within
the same body using Frederic Jameson’s concept of the schizophrenic self.
While we are somewhat limited in discussing Dexter these terms (it is rather

difficult to psychoanalyze a fictional character), we can still examine how his

identity is constructed as such.
Harry Morgan, by way of his code, stressed to his foster son the

importance of compartmentalizing his life, keeping his murderous habits separate
from all other aspects of his life (Darkly 44). But Dexter was a master of

compartmentalization long before falling under his foster father’s tutelage. Until
he is physically confronted with his past in the form of his long-lost-brother, Brian,

Dexter is unable to remember the event that served as the catalyst for the
creation of his Dark Passenger. Dexter was only three when his mother was

murdered in a storage container, hacked to death with a chainsaw. Both Dexter
and his brother witnessed the event and were left on the blood-covered floor of
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the container for two and a half days before being found by Harry Morgan and his
fellow police officers. Similar to (though not as extreme as) the schizophrenic
Fredric Jameson speaks of, Dexter’s inability to remember this event leaves him

with a fragmented past, causing him to live very much in the present moment.
Dexter’s killings can be viewed as an example of his “in the moment”

lifestyle. As a result of the trauma of witnessing his mother’s murder as a child,
Dexter is “possessed” by a Dark Passenger, an inner demon that causes him to

feel an almost physical need to kill. When he satisfies this need, Dexter feels a
sense of release—his Dark Passenger is contented and slithers away into the
shadows of Dexter’s mind until it hungers to kill again. But this killing seems to
do more than simply satisfy a need. Through killing, Dexter “re-empowers”

himself, reversing the circumstances of his mother’s murder so that he finds
himself, as the murder, in a position of power over his victim, the murdered.
When Dexter murders his deserving victims, they become representational of the
men that murdered Dexter’s mother. By killing them, Dexter simultaneously

avenges his mother’s death while re-empowering himself—he is no longer the
powerless witness he was as a child, instead he becomes the powerful “Dexter
the Avenger” (Darkly 14).

At the beginning of the series, Dexter is completely capable of maintaining

the fragmented sense of self that has allowed him to move undetected through
society. He is able to control his urge to kill, carefully choosing his victims and

making sure he is completely prepared before he kills them. He maintains a near
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perfect separation between his job and his personal life. The alliterative
nicknames he gives to each of his identities—i.e. “dead-inside Dexter” (Darkly

14), “Dex-Daddy” (Delicious 166), “Dating Dexter” (Dexterin the Dark7)—
evidence the clear partitioning Dexter has built between his multiple worlds.
However, things begin to unravel quickly. Dexter begins to have dreams about

the Ice Truck Killer’s murders, seeing himself as the one committing the crimes.

One night, after a dream reveals the location of the Killer, Dexter sets out to find

him only to have the head of the latest victim thrown at his car (91). Dexter

begins to question his involvement in the murders and doubts himself even more

when a picture of the Killer caught on a webcam at one of the crime scenes looks
almost identical to himself. Deb, too, begins to wonder at the innocence of her

brother and nearly has him arrested for the crimes.
Even the murders that Dexter is guilty of become sloppy. One night not

long after killing Father Donovan, Dexter’s Dark Passenger calls out for another

kill. Unable to resist the urge, Dexter tracks down and kills Jamie Jaworski, a
janitor who murders runaway teens. But Dexter is unprepared: he has no plastic

covered room set up, no mask to obscure his features. He makes do with what
he can find but nearly gets caught as a security guard enters the construction site
while he is in the middle of “working on” Jaworski.

But when Dexter meets his brother for the first time, the carefully
organized segments of his life he has worked so hard to keep separate
completely collapse into each other. Standing at the site of his mother’s murder
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and discovering the he has a brother, Dexter’s mind is bombarded with the
memories that had been locked away long ago and his past and present become

one:
Images tugged at my underbrain. Mental pictures—dreams?

memories?—very clear visions, whatever they were. And they were

here—this room? No; impossible. ...
I blinked; an image fluttered behind my eyes. I closed them.
And the inside of a different box jumped back out at me.

I opened my eyes. My head was pounding hideously. I

could almost see the other room superimposed on this one. And in
this other room tiny Dexter sat right there. I could put my feet on

the spot. (271-2).
With the connection between past and present made, the fragments of Dexter’s
fife begin to solidify into one cohesive entity. Dexter becomes embroiled in a tug-

of-war, pulled between his past and his present, and finds himself unable to
differentiate between the two. He confuses the pleas of his sister, soon to be the
latest of the Ice Truck Killer’s victims, for the voice of his dead mother, even

believing that killing his sister would “pay back Mommy. Because Mommy

should have saved us [Dexter and his brother]” (282). Like the superimposed
images of the two rooms—one from the past, one from the present—Dexter’s

fragmented identities become superimposed on a singular body, symbolizing the
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collapsing of his carefully organized fragmented life. Of course, this is made

even clearer with Deb’s witnessing of Dexter’s dark side. With Dexter only barely

able to prevent himself from killing her, Deb is faced with the realization that her
foster brother is not really the person he pretends to be. She now knows about
Dexter’s inner demon and becomes another physical representation of the

collapsing of Dexter’s multiple selves.

As Deb’s brush with death demonstrates, the collapsing of Dexter’s
multiple selves threatens not only his success as a serial murderer, but also the
lives of those that are close to him. In Dexter in the Dark, the third book of

Lindsay’s series, Dexter begins training Cody and Astor in the ways of the Code
of Harry. Dexter sensed that the two play host to their own Dark Passengers,
born of the abuse they witnessed at the hands of their biological father. Though
not very excited about the prospect of his upcoming marriage to Rita, he is

delighted by the idea of teaching her children, giving them his “special parenting
touch to keep their own fledgling Dark Passengers strapped into a safe, snug

Dark Car Seat until they could learn how to drive for themselves” (Dark 8). Here
the children become a crossroads for Dexter’s supposedly separate worlds: they

represent the mixing of Dexter’s public and secret lives. When a double

homicide case leads Dexter to a confrontation with murderous cult, Cody and
Astor are kidnapped in order to lure Dexter to a one-on-one confrontation. The

three eventually escape, saving themselves from becoming a fiery sacrifice to an

ancient god. But by this point in the series, a pattern has started to develop.
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Anyone who learns of Dexter's homicidal habits, whether by Dexter’s choosing or
not, soon find themselves in mortal danger. When Dexter allows the walls of his
divided identities to collapse upon each other, the only result seems to be chaos.

The problems that develop from the mixing of Dexter’s two worlds
continue in book four, Dexter by Design. Dexter and Deborah investigate a set of

gruesome murders in which the killer arranges the bodies of his victims in a

twisted parody of Miami tourism ads. When Deb is critically injured during the
investigation into the murders, Dexter becomes determined to take revenge on

her attacker, who he determines to be Alex Doncevic. Unknowingly though,

Dexter kills the wrong man, inciting revenge from Doncevic’s lover, Brandon

Weiss, and putting all the members of Dexter’s family—Rita, Cody, and Astor—in
harm’s way as Weiss makes them his target.

Dexter learned through the Code of Harry the importance of keeping the
different aspects of his life separate from each other. His ability to do so is what

allows him to be a “good” and successful serial killer. In the beginning of the

series, Dexter keeps his homicidal habits secreted away from everyone except
his chosen victims. He forms a neat division between “Dexter the Demon” and
all the other identities he juggles on a daily basis (Dearly Devoted Dexter 3). But

Dexter quickly loses his handle on his carefully organized life and the balls he

managed to juggle for so long come crashing down.
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CHAPTER THREE
SHOWTIME’S DEXTER TELEVISION SERIES AND

POSTMODERN IDENTITY

In the novels from which the television show grew, the collapsing of
Dexter’s carefully separated identities occurs without any conscious decision on
his part. Instead, events lead to other characters being forced to face the reality
that Dexter is a serial murderer. For instance, Deb only finds out about her

brother’s murderous tendencies by accident, realizing what Dexter is only when
he is standing over her bound form, fighting his homicidal impulses as his

biological brother urges him to kill her.

Similarly, in the show Dexter does not willingly share his dark secret.
However, when other characters become aware of his inner demon, Dexter often

welcomes the opportunity to reveal his darker side. Unlike his textual
counterpart, television Dexter does not accidentally allow the fragmented parts of

his identity to collapse into each other but rather seems to encourage it, desiring

a monolithic self in which he can share all aspects of his identity with another.
Though Dexter claims to be essentially a “fake” human, the revealing of

his secret to others demonstrates a desire to connect. In “From Silver Bullets to
Duct Tape: Dexter Versus the Traditional Vigilante Hero,” Stan Beeler compares

Dexter to his predecessor in the genre, the hard-boiled detective. Detective

characters often prided themselves on their ability to think logically, untroubled by
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irrational eccentricities like emotions. But unlike the detective, “Dexter is not

contemptuous of the mundane existence of his friends and colleagues. In fact,
he wants desperately to belong to if (225). In the television series, Dexter

continuously finds himself reaching out, searching for a “real” relationship in
which he can share both his human, and demon sides. Yet, as Beeler points out,
“Unfortunately, every time he approaches another person, things go wrong”

(225).
The characters that Dexter reaches out to—Brian Moser, Lila Tournay,

and Miguel Prado—initially seem to accept all of Dexter, both the human and

monster parts of his personality. In fact, they themselves become mirrors of

Dexter, setting up their own identities in much the same way as he does. Yet, as

Dexter’s relationships with them deepen, all three characters give in to their
monstrous sides, becoming physical embodiments of Dexter’s own Dark
Passenger and representing a literal fragmenting of his identity. Yet, when they

commit crimes that he cannot let pass, Dexter is driven to kill them. In doing so,
he reunifies his split self, reclaiming the role of Dark Dexter and reabsorbing his

Dark Passenger. However, in fulfilling his own desire for a singular self, Dexter
faces a great emotional consequence as he is forced to kill each of these
characters that he comes to grow close to.
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Brian Moser/Rudy Cooper/“The Ice Truck Killer”

Much of the first season of the show closely follows the plotline of

Lindsay’s first novel—Dexter and Deb chase the Ice Truck Killer on his
escapades through Miami as he leaves bloodless and dismembered bodies in his
wake. The Killer begins to leave Dexter subtle messages along the way

placing the body parts of his victims in locations that hold significance for

Dexter’s lost childhood, taping a Barbie doll head to the refrigerator in Dexter’s
apartment.
However, unlike in the novels, Dexter meets the Ice Truck Killer before he

even knows who he really is. Like Dexter, the killer has set up an alter ego, Rudy
Cooper. Rudy is introduced into the story as a prosthetist who treats one of the

Ice Truck Killer’s victims (it is later revealed that Rudy was treating his own

victim). Duped by his human mask, Deb begins dating Rudy but becomes
annoyed when he takes an interest in Dexter and starts to spend a lot of time

with him. When a blood-covered crime scene forces Dexter to face repressed

memories, Rudy encourages Dexter to look into his past.
In the final episode of the season entitled “Born Free,” Dexter discovers

that Rudy is the Ice Truck Killer and his long-lost brother, Brian Moser, explaining

his previous interest in him. As in the books, Brian kidnaps Deb and presents
her to Dexter hoping they will kill her together in a twisted kind of family reunion.
But Rudy’s actions break one of Dexter’s cardinal rules: never kill innocents.

Unlike the novel, where Dexter allows his brother to escape punishment, the
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television Dexter can't condone his brother’s actions, leaving him with little choice
but to kill Rudy.
However, the decision is a difficult one. Throughout the first season,
Dexter searches for the missing part of his past, seeking out any connection to a

real family, not merely a foster one. When Brian finally reveals himself, Dexter
finds the family bond that he had been so desperate for. He no longer has to

maintain a separation between his public and private selves and for a brief
moment, the walls that separate Dexter’s multiple identities fall. It is his

connection to Brian that makes Dexter’s decision to kill him so difficult. As Brian
lay strapped down on a table, Dexter stands over him and voices his inner

struggle: “You should know this isn’t easy for me. You’ve done more to deserve
my knife than anyone. You’re the only one 1 ever wanted to set free” (“Born”).

Killing Brian was not something that Dexter wanted to do; he had finally found
someone with whom he could connect with and relate to. But it was something

he had to do—to protect his code, his sister, and most of all, himself.

Although Brian’s Ice Truck Killer murders certainly deem him worthy of
Dexter’s knife, it isn’t until he kidnaps Deb that Dexter sees his true nature

firsthand. Gone is any trace of the loving boyfriend he was to Deb, gone is the
caring brother he claimed to be: all Dexter can see now is an out of control killer,
“A killer...without reason or regret” (“Bom”). Brian is Dexter without the Code of

Harry; having fully embraced his Dark Passenger he is “free" to be himself (1.12).
He encourages Dexter to do the same: “You need to embrace who you are now”
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(“Born”). But Dexter is unsure: “I don't know who I am” ("Born”). Is he monster,

human, or a mixture of both? Dexter’s human mask, unlike that of his brother’s,

has ceased to be just a mask—he is just as “human” as he is monster. To give
in to his Dark Passenger would be to renounce his human self, to lose a great

part of what makes Dexter Dexter.

In the end, Dexter’s choice to kill Brian demonstrates a validation of his
identity. He comes to realize that yes, he is a killer, but he is also something

more: despite what his brother thinks, he can be a killer and a hero (“Born”).

Though killing Brian is extremely difficult for Dexter, in doing so he reunifies his

split self: killing Brian signifies a re-absorption his fragmented Dark Passenger,
allowing for Dexter’s multiple parts to reunite.
To Kill or Not to Kill? That js the Question

Dexter’s killing of his brother becomes even more interesting when
examined alongside the plotline of Jeff Lindsay’s first novel. As stated earlier,

Dexter does not kill his brother in the book, choosing instead to let him walk free.

The reason for this, I might argue, is that the relationship Dexter has with his

brother in the novels is not nearly as well developed as it is in the show. In

Lindsay’s book, Dexter does not even meet Brian until he has kidnapped Deb.
The only foundation on which he and his brother can build a relationship is a

long-ago past. Dexter himself has few memories of his brother, leaving him with
little ground on which to connect with Brian. The Brian of the novels has little
effect on Dexter; while he does seem to have affected Dexter at the end of book
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one, Brian disappears after the incident and isn’t even mentioned again until

much later in the series.
On the other hand, Showtime's Dexter builds a relationship with his

brother even before he knows who he is. Therefore, when Brian encourages
Dexter to turn away from the Code of Harry, to fully embrace his Dark

Passenger, the power of his influence is greater than that of the Brian in the
novels. In the television show, allowing Brian to live would threaten Dexter’s very
sense of self—in the short time that the characters get to know each other Brian

already has Dexter questioning who he is. The relationship that Dexter has
formed with Brian becomes so meaningful that the only way to guard against its

influence is to kill him; doing so allows Dexter to reclaim his identity free from the

pressures of his brother.

Lila West/Lila Tournay
With Brian gone, Dexter finds himself lost, yet again reaching out to

someone, dreaming of “a life with no more secrets” (“The Dark Defender”). He
finds this new confidant in Lila West (also known as Lila Tournay). Lila is a

character often left out of discussion on Dexter’s relationship history, passed over
in favor of Miguel Prado (a character 1 will return to later in this chapter).

However, she too demonstrates Dexter’s desire to connect with others and

warrants further analysis.
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When Rita discovers that Dexter attacked and framed her ex-husband for
drug possession, leading to his imprisonment and death, Dexter becomes caught

up in a series of lies that leads to him “admitting” to Rita that he is an addict. To
cover up this half-truth—Dexter /s addicted, just not to drugs—he begins
attending Narcotics Anonymous meetings and it is here that he meets Lila.
Unlike Brian, Lila is not related to or connected with Dexter in any way and,

understandably, he is initially cautious around her, mindful of not revealing the
entire truth of his “addiction.” When introducing himself at his second N.A.

meeting, Dexter chooses his words carefully, claiming that his alleged drug use is
“affecting [his] job” and that his “boss found [his] works” (“An Inconvenient Lie”).

These statements are true enough considering that Dexter's dumping ground has
been discovered and the murders are being investigated but they are
nevertheless lies.

Lila, however, easily sees through the fabrications though Dexter never

himself reveals the true nature of his “addiction.” After the meeting, Lila calls

Dexter’s bluff, asking why he lied. Dexter, of course, denies it, leading Lila to
believe he was embarrassed by the horridness of his “addiction.” She argues

back:
Lila\ There’s no way that I could know what you’ve experienced,
right? I couldn’t possible feel that need. Like a thousand hiding

voices whispering, “This is who you are.” And you fight the
pressure, the growing need rising like a wave, prickling and teasing
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and prodding to be fed. But the whispering gets louder, until it’s

screaming, “Now!” And it’s the only voice you hear. The only voice
you want to hear. And you belong to it...to this shadow self. To
this...

Dexter. Dark passenger. (“Inconvenient”).
Dexter is amazed; Lila so easily, so perfectly, put into words the very feeling that

drives him to do what he does. “She knows,” he later says; she knows him,
almost better than he knows himself (“Inconvenient”). Again, Dexter finds himself

drawn to another person, yearning to share all of himself with someone, not just
the public persona he hides behind. And Lila becomes the second person with

which he feels free to do so.

Comparing Dexter’s relationship with Lila to that with his brother,

similarities become evident. With Brian, Dexter was searching for a connection
to his past, a relationship with his real family as opposed to that of his foster one
(the Morgans). Likewise, Dexter’s relationship with Lila demonstrates a seeking

out of a “real” relationship. Dexter’s girlfriend, Rita, began as a “companion” but

he begins to truly care for her, attending the N.A. meetings not merely to keep up

his cover but because Rita refuses to see him if he doesn’t complete the
program. “There are these moments," Dexter admits, "when I feel...connected to

something else—someone” (“Inconvenient”). But however connected to Rita
Dexter feels, he does not—and can’t—share his Dark secret with her. But Lila

already knows; “She recognizes demons. Dark Passengers” (“Inconvenient”).
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Not having to hide himself, Dexter reaches out to Lila and the two grow close.
Lila becomes Dexter’s N.A. sponsor and the two even have an affair, leading to

Dexter’s temporary break up with Rita. Unlike his relationship with Rita, Dexter

does not have to hide anything from Lila and she becomes his first “real”
girlfriend.
However, it soon becomes clear that Lila, like Dexter, is not all that she

first appears to be. Fearing that she and Dexter are growing apart, Lila makes
desperate attempts to regain Dexter’s attention: setting her own loft on fire,

arranging for Dexter to be attacked, attempting to attack Rita and her children.
Unnerved by her behavior, Dexter breaks off their relationship but Lila makes a

last ditch effort to prove her devotion. Throughout the second season, Dexter

has been closely followed by Doakes, who eventually realizes that Dexter is a
serial killer. Dexter captures Doakes and imprisons him in a cabin in the
Everglades while he decides what to do. But when Lila discovers the cabin and
finds Doakes, she detonates the cabin, with Doakes still in it, believing she is
“saving” Dexter (“The British Invasion”). Dexter himself had been fighting the

urge to kill Doakes—though innocent of any real crime, the man had been a pain
in his side and with Doakes now knowing about his killings, Dexter couldn’t

exactly let him walk away. But in killing Doakes for him, Lila becomes a physical
representation of Dexter’s Dark Passenger, unrestrained and uncontrollable,

much like Brain before her. “I’ve created a monster of my own,” Dexter says of
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her, “A deeply mutated version of [my]self running loose and screwing everything

up” (“British”).
Again, Lila’s crimes qualify her to be Dexter’s next victim yet he struggles

to come to terms with killing her. Aside from his brother, Lila is one of the first
people with which Dexter had been able to be his real self. Their relationship

Was much longer lived than that of Dexter and Brian, allowing Dexter to really

see what it would be like to have someone to share his whole self with.

But

once more, such a relationship is nothing more than a fantasy. To share his
entire being—both his human and his demon sides—with someone is to allow his
separate identities to merge. Allowing Lila to live will not only put the lives of

others at risk (Cody, Astor, Rita, etc.), but her actions may end up exposing his

own secret, threatening his very existence. Despite her dangers, Dexter still

appears to have feelings for Lila: he gives her a spinal epidural before he kills her
rather than just tranquilizing her, sparing her the pain of death; he closes her
eyes after she dies, as if he has enough compassion that he wants her to death

to be dignified (“British”).
Before he kills her, Dexter thanks Lila for what she has taught him: “You

told me to accept what I am. And to trust in the one thing I know with absolute
clarity. Thank you” (“British”). The lesson that Lila teaches Dexter is completely
the opposite of that which Brian had taught him. When Brian encouraged Dexter
to embrace his Dark Passenger, he ended up pushing him toward an

acknowledgement of his dual identity, an acceptance of not just his monstrous
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identity but his human one as well. But after murdering his brother, Dexter finds

himself unable to kill anymore, his Dark Passenger has fled and he is left feeling

incomplete. Again, Dexter feels as if he no longer knows who he is. Lila, under
the guise of his N.A. sponsor, helps him rediscover himself. In one scene from
the forth episode of the season, “See-Through,” she confronts Dexter on his
“addiction”:

Lila: So tell me. Why do you use?
Dexter: Why? 1 don’t know. It’s just part of who I am.

Lila: And who are you?
Dexter: I’m a...bad person.

Lila: You haven’t got the first idea who you are, have you? Dexter,

meet Dexter. I’m gonna help the two of you get to know each
other.
Dexter. That doesn’t really seem necessary.

Lila. The first step to recovery is accepting who you are.

And before you can accept who you are, you have to know who you

are.

Lila aids Dexter in rediscovering of himself, helping him recover not from his
addiction but from the loss of it. Through her actions—killing Doakes, arranging
an attack on Dexter, attempting to harm Rita and her children, etc.—Lila herself

becomes a projection of Dexter’s Dark Passenger, the missing piece to Dexter’s
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split self. When she kills Doakes, Dexter is able to shake himself out of his funk
and murder her, literally and symbolically reclaiming his Dark Passenger.

Miguel Prado

In the third season, finds a new companion, Miguel Prado, an assistant

district attorney who harbors his own secret desires. On one of his vigilante

missions, Dexter accidentally kills Miguel’s younger brother, but is later assigned
to investigate the murder. At the crime scene, he meets Miguel and convinces

him that a drug dealer named Freebo, Dexter’s intended victim, was the one
responsible for his brother's death. Unbeknownst to Dexter, Miguel walks in on

him killing Freebo and, believing that justice has been served, he befriends
Dexter.

One day over a game of golf, Miguel tells Dexter about a criminal he once
prosecuted who killed two of his wives but was never sent to prison. Dexter later

sets out to kill the man, but when Miguel and his wife escort a pregnant Rita to
the hospital and can’t contact Dexter, Miguel puts two and two together to

deduce his whereabouts. Rather than being disgusted by this realization, Miguel
is happy with Dexter’s dealings and wishes to take part in them himself.

Here again we see Dexter searching for a “real” relationship in which he

does not have to hide any part of himself. Whereas Brian was Dexter’s first “real”
brother and Lila his first “real" girlfriend, Miguel becomes Dexter’s first “real”

friend. Dexter is at first unnerved by the idea, asking “Is it possible I’ve actually
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made a friend? Someone I can trust with my dark secrets? Or am I being foolish

for even asking these questions?" (“The Lion Sleeps Tonight"). It appears that
his experiences with similar relationships have had some effect on him: neither

turned out well in the end and Dexter seems hesitant to believe that this one

could be any different. But he soon forgets, growing comfortable with Miguel and
even taking pleasure in his newfound friendship: “It seems so mundane but it’s
oddly...soothing. Maybe this is what belonging feels like” (“Easy as Pie”).

Fionna Boyle points out the depth of the friendship Miguel and Dexter
have: Miguel comes to be a brother to Dexter, replacing the one he lost (102).
Simply looking at the dialogue of the two characters, one can see where Boyle

draws this conclusion. In the first season, Brian seeks to connect with his longlost brother, telling him “You don’t ever have to apologize to me, Dexter. Not for

who you are or anything you do...You’re trapped in a lie, little brother” ("Born”).
Two seasons later, Miguel echoes these words: “Dexter, you don't have to lie to
me. You have nothing to explain to me. Nothing to apologize for. Ever"
(“Turning Biminese”). Both characters accept Dexter, knowing not just one

aspect of his multi-faceted identity but all of it. But we should not “dismiss Miguel

as Brian 2.0” argues Boyle.

Though Brian and Miguel both share a special camaraderie with
Dexter, Brian’s death ends any possibility of a real partnership.

Miguel...is the only person to see Dexter with blood on his hands.
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His friendship makes Dexter feel alive—and vulnerable—for the
first time. (102).

Neither Brian—nor Lila—ever witnessed Dexter killing anyone. Therefore,

Dexter could never truly feel the thrill of sharing his entire being with them. But
Miguel witnesses Dexter’s killing firsthand yet doesn’t shy away from him. When

Miguel and Dexter perform their first kill together, Dexter feels a new sense of

belonging: “Miguel and I took a life together. And today, someone knows my
truth. Shares my reality” (“About Last Night"). Dexter feels he has found

someone with whom he can truly connect; perhaps allowing Miguel to play
witness to both his public and private identities will be without consequences.

But of course, by now we know better. Miguel soon becomes a problem,

straying from the Code of Harry taught to him by Dexter when he sets his sights
on his rival, defense attorney Ellen Wolf. Miguel holds Wolf responsible for

helping to release dangerous criminals to the streets of Miami and approaches
Dexter about killing her. Dexter refuses, arguing that she is only doing her job,

but Miguel kills her anyway. Not one to make exceptions, Dexter realizes that he
has lost control of his wayward apprentice, and eventually kills him. Once more,

Dexter finds himself reluctant to kill yet another person with whom he has grown
close to, telling Miguel “I had higher hopes for you, for us” (“I Had a Dream”). But
it appears he has come to a realization: “But I finally just have to accept it. I’ll

always be alone” (“Dream”).
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Miguel is Dexter’s first true friend, the only person who has both heard and

seen just who Dexter is. But like Lila and Brian before him, Miguel spirals out of
control. This time Dexter is truly responsible for creating a monster; in his hunger

to have a friend, Dexter unleashes a beast that kills without abandon or
discretion, an outward projection of his own Dark Passenger that is unhindered
by the Code of Harry. But Dexter refuses to permit his multiple identities to break

away from each other: he cannot be who he is without both his “human” and

monster selves. To reunite his identities into a singular self and reclaim control
of his own personal monster, Dexter must kill Miguel.

The Consequences of Integrating Identities

As Dexter’s relationships with Brian, Lila, and Miguel grow, they all come

to mean a great deal to him. Brian is Dexter’s first real relative, Lila his first real
love, Miguel his first real friend. In permitting himself to have these real
relationships, Dexter allows his “human” and monster identities to coexist; his
public and private personalities become integrated in the same time and space.

Time and time again Dexter finds himself moving away from a fragmented
schizophrenic self toward a more cohesive identity in which his two personalities

can merge. Yet for Dexter, allowing his identities to collide with each other leads
to the very loss of those with whom he has grown to care for. While Dexter’s
relationships with Brian, Lila, and Miguel may satisfy his inner desire for a
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monolithic self, they result in great emotional harm as he is forced to kill each of
them in order to achieve his goal.

The Schizophrenic Self Debunked?

In season one of the show, as Brian reveals himself to be Dexter’s

brother, he challenges Dexter, arguing that he is “trapped in a lie,” not knowing if
he is monster or human (“Born”). Brian feels that his brother hides who he is

behind a mask, concealing his real self behind a human facade. But what Brian
perceives as a lie, is for Dexter a necessity—he must maintain appearances,

must enforce the lie, if he is to be a successful serial killer.
But I believe the "lie” that Dexter is trapped in is not so much the falseness
of his human alter ego as it is his misguided belief that the monstrous self he

attempts to hide is truly a separate entity from all the other identities he has
created. Boyle agrees:
Dexter insists he is empty inside and fakes human emotions, but is

this really true, or just one more costume [like his human alter-

ego]? Has being a killer made him completely inhuman,
disconnected, and aloof, or is he both human and killer, repressing
genuine sentiment because he thinks he should be disconnected
and aloof? (98).
As with the novels, Dexter becomes more and more human as the

television series progresses—not just in appearance but in actuality. He reaches
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out to other characters, demonstrating a very human need to feel a sense of

belonging.
Dexter’s desire to connect with others demonstrates an even larger lie.
Dexter’s foster father led him to believe that he must “compartmentalize,”

keeping Dark Dexter separate from daddy Dexter, husband Dexter, brother

Dexter, and all of his other selves. Yet as I have shown, Dexter fails to maintain
this separation. He is unable and even unwilling to maintain the schizophrenic
self that Fredric Jameson claimed was at the core of the postmodern identity.
Both the Dexter of the novels and that of the television series seem to indicate

that the schizophrenic self is not the postmodern reality that Jameson claims it to

be. While Dexter does maintain a fragmented sense of self for short periods of
time, ultimately (by force or by choice) his identities collapse in on themselves,
leaving Dexter a complicated character living a life of chaos. We may convince

ourselves that we are complex individuals with organized, independently
maintained aspects of our lives, but in reality we are a jumbled mess of multiple
parts. The human being is an intricate individual; for one to be able to create

complete order out of the chaos may then, in effect, make us less than human.
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CHAPTER FOUR
DEXTER AND POSTMODERN MORALITY

In his introduction to Dexter: Investigating Cutting Edge Television,
Douglas Howard describes the perplexing feelings he experiences after watching

a preview for the Dexter episode “Resistance is Futile” in which Dexter’s secret is
nearly discovered:

That was it. It was all over for Dexter.. .There would more than

likely be the drama of a trial and a host of confrontations with
horrified friends and family, but in the end, the killer would be

brought to justice.. .[But] 1 did not feel that sense of satisfaction,
though, that comes with seeing the guilty punished or justice

served. Rather, I felt a curious disappointment, the kind that goes

along with getting caught after breaking curfew as a teen or even
watching an underdog sports team getting knocked out of the
playoffs, and then a slight bewilderment at my response, in rooting
for an admittedly disturbed serial killer over the propriety of law

enforcement. Had television warped my sense of values, or had it
just brought out the worst in me? (xiii-xiv).

As I read the Dexter books and watched the television series in preparation for
writing this thesis, I found myself mirroring Howard’s confusion. My sense of
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morality, of right and wrong was left in complete chaos, leading me to wonder at
what had happened to my previously solid moral principles.

Dexter too faces a challenge to his own set of morals, the Code of Harry.

In his failure to maintain a schizophrenic self—to sustain a separation between
his conflicting personalities—the once unchallenged and non-negotiable Code of

Harry becomes more and more problematic as the walls between Dexter’s
conflicting monster and “human” sides fall away. For Dexter, the choice

becomes whether to hold steadfast to his unyielding Code or to abandon it in
favor of a more flexible notion of morality. His struggles come to dramatize the

postmodernist move from a solid, “universal” understanding of morality to one
that allows for fluidity and adaptability. We often think of morality in terms of

black and white, believing there is a clear notion of right and wrong, good and

evil. But Dexter turns this straightforward concept on its head, leaving us

wondering if morality ceases to exist in the modern world.

The Development of Morality: From Modernism to Postmodernism

Before I go any further, let me first begin by clarifying just what I mean by
“morality.” Dictionary.com defines the word as “conformity to the rules of right ’

conduct.” In “Morality Without Ethics,” sociologist Zygmunt Bauman defines

morality by its relation to ethics. “Ethics,” he writes “is a code of law that
prescribes correct behavior ‘universally’ - that is, for all people at all times; one
that sets apart good from evil once for all and everybody” (11). Morality then is
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“a product of ethics;” the conformity to these universal rules (34). For the

purposes of my discussion however, "morality” will be used synonymously with

ethics—its use will refer to our universal sense of right and wrong, good and evil.
If we agree with Bauman’s identification of ethics (and by relation,
morality) as a universal code, it then can be understood to be an absolute truth,
what philosopher Jean-Francois Lyotard called a meta- or grand narrative (The

Postmodern Condition xxiii). A meta narrative, one of the key features of
modernist philosophy, is a story or concept that serves to unify a society and
often to validate its power structures. Examples of metanarratives are religion,

science, and nationalism.

Postmodernism, however, defines itself as “incredulity towards
metanarratives,” preferring the plurality of numerous competing narratives to the

rigidness of singularity (Lyotard xxiv). In a postmodern world, the absolute
singular metanarrative is replaced by a multiplicity of stories, none being more or
less true than another. The metanarrative of morality then no longer exists and is

instead replaced by a morality which changes depending on the situation in any
given moment
But this multiplicity leaves many feeling uncomfortable and confused, so

we form strategies with which to deal with this uneasiness. In another of his
articles, “On Universal Morality and the Morality of Universalism,” Bauman

names two such strategies. The first is “the strategy to do away with plurality
itself, [one] that aims to replace diversity with sameness and thus to do away
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either with plurality itself or with its relevance and its ‘nuisance power’” (8). This

coping mechanism, which Bauman terms “universalism,” allows us to create an
artificial sense of security for ourselves. In essence, universalism allows us to

hold on to our modernist understanding of the world; morality remains a

metanarrative even when it has been shown to be a false construction.

The second of Bauman’s strategies rejects the false reality of
universalism, instead accepting and even welcoming the chaos of multiplicity.

This approach to plurality

assumes that plurality is here to stay; and that, therefore, in order to
make human cohabitation possible one needs ground rules for

negotiating the moot points and agreeing to disagree while avoiding
the dire consequences of disagreement. In its stronger version, the

second strategy makes the virtue out of necessity, declares plurality

to be good and sets to make the best of it in order to make human
cohabitation better. (8).
As stated above, an acceptance of the postmodern moment does not lead to the
annihilation of all rules. Rather the contention between the first strategy

(universalism) and the second is that of “discovery and invention”
... between finding out what are the rules which ought to be

universally followed though for some reasons are as yet. ..
ignored; and designing the rules which because of their own power

of persuasion, or some other powers which render ignoring them
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unlikely, are bound to be universally followed once spelled out.

(Original italics, 9).
Universalism seeks to “discover” rules; this strategy posits that there are rules
that exist in and of themselves whose value to society does not need to be

proven. Universal rules exist in a vacuum; they are simply because they are.
But to accept plurality is not to believe that rules are always already in existence.

Instead, rules are invented, created because of an essential need for them and
“designed” for their own persuasive power. In this case, rules are rational—at

their core is some essential reason for their existence. In a postmodern world
then, morality is a human construction, generated out of the necessity to create

order in a chaotic world. But this construction continues to remain flexible,
allowing for exceptions and revisions to the rule.

Dexter’s War with Morality

Morality in the Dexter Novels
As the character of Dexter develops throughout Jeff Lindsay’s book series,

he dramatizes the postmodernist move to a more fluid notion of morality. He

begins as a fragmented being, easily able to maintain separation between his

dark and human selves. Being able to keep his identities separate allows for
Dexter’s moral code, the Code of Harry, to remain uncomplicated by extraneous

influences like emotion and loyalty. Yet, as the series’ progress, the walls Dexter

had so carefully constructed begin to crumble. His identity is no longer
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fragmented and he finds the once “universal” Code of Harry has given way to a

new moral plurality.
To explain, let me return to a key scene of Lindsay’s first novel: Dexter’s

reunion with his brother. As Brian stands with Dexter, urging him to kill Deb,

Dexter fights an inner battle, pulled between loyalty to his sister and loyalty to his

brother.
...my brother was right beside me, watching me, demanding that I

be myself, be just like him. And to be myself, to be his brother, to
be who I was, I had to, had to—what? My eyes turned, all by
themselves, toward Deborah.

I shook my head, but not very convincingly. “I can’t,” I said.
“You have to,” he said, and we were both right. The feather
touch on my shoulder again, almost matching the push from Harry

that he could never understand and yet seemed every bit as
powerful as my brother’s hand, as it lifted me to my feet and

pushed me forward; one step, two—Deborah’s unblinking eyes
were locked onto mine, but with that other presence behind me I

couldn’t tell her that 1 was certainly not going to—

Deborah in her tightly wrapped tape made a thrashing

sound. I looked up at her. There was frantic impatience in her
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eyes, and a growing madness, too. Come on, Dexter! Was 1 really
thinking of doing this to her? Cut her loose and let’s go home.

Okay, Dexter? Dexter? Hello, Dexter? It is you, isn’t it?
And 1 didn’t know. (Darkly 276-8).

This scene portrays an interesting moment in the series. Up until now, Dexter
never struggled with his moral code, never questioned the laws that Harry had

taught him. But in this scene, Dexter is torn between two people that hold

emotional value for him. Brian is Dexter’s real brother—the two have only just
met but there is a connection between them. Brian knows Dexter for who he

truly is and accepts him as is. Yet, Deb is Dexter’s sister—not by blood but by
bond. Though claiming not to feel emotion, it is clear that he feels something for

Deb: Dexter even admits being “fond of her” (278). However, Deb and Brian
represent even larger issues for Dexter: “Debra, the cop, and Brian, the killer,

represent Dexter’s dual nature—his adopted morality versus his natural instincts”
(Boyle 99). Brian urges Dexter to give into his desire to kill, egging him on. In

his brother Dexter glimpses his own self, free from the constraints of the Code of

Harry. But in Deb, Dexter sees Harry himself. Deb becomes a stand-in for
Dexter’s dead foster father—in fact, it is only the influence of Harry that gives

Dexter pause.

Why did I hesitate? Of course the thing [killing Deb] was
impossible. I knew it was unthinkable, even as I thought it. Not just

because it was Deb, although it was, of course. But such a strange
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thought came into my poor dismal battered head and I could not bat
it away: What would Harry say?
And so I stood uncertain, because no matter how much I

wanted to begin I knew what Harry would say. He had already said
it. It was unchangeable Harry truth: Chop up the bad guys, Dexter.
Doni chop up your sister. (Darkly 278).

In this moment, Dexter’s worlds collide: his human facade, no longer a mere
pretense, and his monstrous murderous identity inhabit the same space and

time. Dexter’s multiple identities have failed to remain separate and he has

become a human-monster hybrid.
With Dexter’s new hybrid status comes a new sense of morality. The
Dexter of old would never have even considered killing his sister—the Code of

Harry was a universal law that forbade any killing of innocents. Moreover, if
Dexter held onto the moral code by which he had been living, he would have

found it necessary to kill Brian, seeing as the Ice Truck Killer had been
responsible for the deaths of many innocent women. It is this second failure to

uphold Harry’s laws that demonstrates a change in Dexter’s morality. Though
Brian surely deserves to die, Dexter makes no attempt to kill him, letting him walk
free without so much as an admonishment. Even when Brian shows up again in

later novels, Dexter does not appear to have any intention of administering his

justice, allowing Brian to come and go as he pleases. Brian becomes the
undoing of Dexter’s once unquestionable moral code, forcing him into an
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acceptance of a more fluid notion of morality in order to protect his own
emotional well-being.

Television Dexter’s Take on Morality
Whereas the Dexter in Lindsay’s novels comes to accept the
postmodernist understanding of variable morality, the Dexter of Showtime's

series struggles to let go of the steadfast Code of Harry.
As chronicled in chapter three, Dexter often finds himself reaching out to

others, trying to find a place in which he belongs. Yet by opening himself to
another, he allows for his separately maintained worlds to fall into each other

and—as in the novels—becomes a hybrid human-monster character. But this is

where the television Dexter differs from the Dexter of the novels. When he

allows another person to see all of the multiple facets that make up his

personality, the television version of Dexter always suffers a consequenceforced to murder those who have come to mean so much to him, Dexter

repeatedly experiences loss (i.e. Brian, Lila, and Miguel). Jeff Lindsay’s version

of the character never suffers such punishment—both Brian and later Deb learn
of Dexter’s secret and neither makes a final exit from the story.
Showtime's version of Dexter, then, unlike his counterpart in the novels,
manages to hold onto the Code of Harry, upholding the law that those who kill
innocent people should themselves be killed. Dexter has maintained his

universal understanding of morality despite his the disintegration of his

fragmented worlds. Yet Dexter’s determination to preserve an inflexible moral

53

code seems to do more harm than good. Each time Dexter is forced to kill

someone—whether it be Brian, Lila, or Miguel—he fights an inner battle with

himself, feeling that he must kill these characters because of their wrong-doing
(among other reasons) but not really wanting to kill them because of what they

have come to mean to him. Returning to the scene in season one in which
Dexter kills Brian, Dexter’s words echo his inner struggle: “You should know this

isn’t easy for me. You’ve done more to deserve my knife than anyone. You’re
the only one I ever wanted to set free” (“Born”). The Code of Harry tells Dexter
he must kill Brian but his own feelings—a deeper, personal, equally strong moral
sense—argue back, making Dexter feel guilty for his actions and leaving him an

ineffective vigilante in the beginning of the next season. The scene replays itself
in the next two seasons: Dexter’s grief over killing Lila is conveyed in his

administering her anesthetic to ease her pain; he expresses his regret in killing

Miguel, saying he had “higher hopes” for their relationship (“Dream”). Though
Dexter does not completely give up his notion of universal morality as he does in
the novels, the emotional struggles he faces while committing each murder
reveal the difficulty of fighting to maintain the Code of Harry amidst a life in which

Dexter's loyalties and obligations are no longer easily separated from one
another.
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The Greater Meaning of Dexter’s Struggles

These two portrayals of Dexter—one who gives in to the pressures of a

fluid morality and another who holds steadfast to an unchanging moral code—
hold a greater meaning when viewed with a larger postmodern lens. As I have

shown, both versions of Dexter demonstrate the impossibility of maintaining a
fragmented sense of self. Dexter demonstrates Fredric Jameson’s notion of the

postmodern “schizophrenic self to be more wishful thinking than reality. Dexter’s
multiple identities always somehow fall into each other; it becomes impossible for

him to separate his demon self from his human one-and he becomes more of an
amalgamation of the two than a body in which the two sides easily switch from
one to the other.

This inability leads to an even greater failure: that of the universal notion of
morality. Being unable to maintain a life in which every role we play is

disconnected from the rest, it becomes impossible for a person’s conscience to
remain unconflicted by the multiple aspects of their lives. Loyalties and

obligations—to others, ourselves, and even to the law—get in the way,

preventing us from seeing clearly the one morally right answer to any ethical

question we face. Is it acceptable to punch someone if they punch you first? Is it
acceptable to shoot someone if they are going to shoot you? Is acceptable to kill

someone if they deserve it? To hold onto universal notion of morality in the face

of such questions becomes next to impossible. Humans are complicated and
complex beings encompassing multiple identities- sister/brother, son/daughter,
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student, employee, etc.—all packaged up in a single body. To believe that

morality is not complex as well is to delude ourselves into thinking that we can

separate our multiple selves and all that they encompass, shutting down one or
more parts of ourselves to make decisions with another.

Are we then left to believe that with no “real” sense of morality, the
concept fails to exist? I do not believe so. Rather, it seems that Dexter just

proves a point: morality is not now, and almost certainly has never been, a solid,
unyielding truth. Morality—like the identities of all human beings—is a

multifaceted and complicated notion; one we must not adhere to too closely or

else risk losing ourselves in its intricacies. To simplify morality is to ignore the

complexities of human life and thought, reducing us all to nothing more than
mechanical automatons.
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